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ABSTRACT

In India, language goes beyond being a simple vehicle of communication; it becomes a powerful tool for
articulating identity and representing social stratification. Language plays a significant role in encoding
differences between castes and classes, having a tendency to represent entrenched inequalities in society.
The study examines the role of language as a marker of caste and class, employing historical and
contemporary analyses. By tracing linguistic practice through education, politics, and the media, the
study examines the processes through which language maintains social hierarchies and the degree to
which language can enable social mobility. It challenges the complex relations between language, socio-
economic status, caste discrimination, and regional inequalities. The study utilizes a wide variety of
sources, including ethnographic research, linguistic surveys, and media representation, and thus
provides an in-depth analysis of the interconnected functioning between language and the systems of
caste and class in India.
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INTRODUCTION

India is a multilingual nation, with several hundred languages spread across its vast geography. Nevertheless,
the link between language and social identity in India is still underplayed. Language is not only a
communicative tool but also a caste and class marker in Indian society. Language has been linked with the
country's social order in the past as a means of reinforcing and undermining the power dynamics that govern
caste hierarchies.

In India, the caste system is deeply entrenched social hierarchy, and language itself is a powerful marker of
caste identity. Similarly, class divisions—by economic status, education, and urban-rural differences—are
also articulated in linguistic practices. The use of a particular language or dialect can signal one's caste or
class, which decides the way people are perceived and treated in society. This is better observed in cities,
where the linguistic practices of the elite classes are distinct from those of marginalized groups.

Language is at the core of social mobility for the individual. Proficiency in certain languages, mainly English
or Hindi, is generally seen as the means of acquiring higher socio-economic status, mainly in education and
jobs. Language thus not only serves as a predictor of social position but is also used as a tool to find one's
place in the social order.
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Figure 1:
Language as a Marker of Caste and class in India

This current research seeks to explore the connection between linguistic practice and the caste and class
stratification in India. It will analyze the deployment of language as a signifier of social identity and its impact
in the power, resource, and opportunity distribution in the social context.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The intersection of caste and economic status with language has attracted considerable academic interest in
an Indian setting. Scholars have examined the intersection of language use with caste categories and the effect
the latter has on social interaction and access.

e Language and Caste: Linguistic anthropologists Hobsbawm (2009) and Bourdieu (1991) contend
that language is not merely a communicative function but also a social construct that reflects and
creates social hierarchies. In India, Gal (1979) points out the function of language as a marker of caste,
where languages or dialects are associated with specific caste groups. For example, Brahmins and
other high-caste individuals are typically associated with the use of Sanskritized Hindi, while the lower
castes use regional dialects or languages that are considered less prestigious. Such linguistic variation
is strongly tied to social status and relations of power.

e Language and Class: Sociolinguists such as Labov (1972) and Trudgill (1974) have examined the
relationship between language and social class, demonstrating that language is an important marker of
social stratification. In India, English and standard Hindi are often linked to the urban elite and upper
socioeconomic strata, and regional languages or vernaculars with lower socioeconomic classes. For
Kachru (1983), the spread of English in post-colonial India has further entrenched class divisions, with
English education a major determinant of enabling upward social mobility.

e Language and Social Mobility: Tannen (2001) and Fishman (2004) have examined the impact of
language on social mobility, arguing that the ability to speak a dominant or valued language can
improve the chances of individuals in education, work, and political participation. In India, English or
Hindi speaking is typically considered the key to success in the formal economy and thus significantly
benefits the upper social classes. Those who speak regional languages or dialects, however, are likely
to be disadvantaged in accessing these opportunities.
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Figure 2: Unpacking Language’s Role in Indian Society

e Media and Language: The role of media in linguistic identity construction and reification of caste
and class differences has been a subject of significant academic work. Chakravarti (2007) and Banerjee
(2013) note that the media presents members of lower castes or classes using ‘incorrect' or 'improper’
forms of language, thus reifying existing stereotypes and reifying social divisions. The representation
of the upper classes in the media, on the other hand, is often presented using standardized English or
Hindi, thus reifying the link between language and social privilege.

e Language and Regional Disparities: Variations in linguistic use across regions critically contribute
to marking caste and class divisions. For Deshpande (2003), the linguistic form employed in rural India
typically mirrors the local caste hierarchies, in which individuals of lower castes necessarily employ
local dialects, in contrast with upper castes, who predominantly employ standardized forms of
language. In urban India, although it is less conspicuous, it influences social interaction as well as
exposure to opportunities.

The literature suggests that there is a focus on the multifaceted roles that language serves as a caste and class
marker in Indian society. Language not only represents but also reiterates social hierarchy, thereby influencing
people’s identity and prospects in the broader societal context.

METHODOLOGY

This research utilizes a mixed-methods design to investigate the use of language as a caste and class marker
in Indian society. The study integrates quantitative surveys with qualitative interviews to achieve a rich
understanding of the role language plays in terms of caste and class stratification. The methodological design
is segmented into the following components:
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e Survey Design: A properly designed survey was constructed to obtain quantitative information about
the language usage of individuals with varying caste and class backgrounds. The survey has questions
about the use of language in different situations, such as at home, at school, in the workplace, and
when watching the media. The subjects were asked to reveal their caste and class and the languages
that they use and report their proficiency level in those languages. The survey also included questions
about their perceptions of the influence of language on their social mobility and future prospects.

e Sample Size: The research was carried out on a sample of 300 respondents, spread evenly across
various caste groups (upper caste, scheduled caste, and other backward classes) and economic strata
(upper, middle, and lower classes).

e Geographic Scope: The research was carried out in urban and rural regions of North India, South
India, and East India, in an attempt to capture the regional variation in linguistic behaviors.

e Data Collection: The survey was administered both online and face-to-face, thereby ensuring that
participants from different geographic locations and socio-economic classes were accessed.

e Qualitative Interviews: 30 individuals (10 from each of the caste groups) were interviewed in-depth
to gain qualitative information about how language serves as a marker of caste and class. The
interviews were founded on language, caste, and class personal experience. The respondents were
asked to share their perceptions about how their language shaped their interactions within education,
work, and society.

e Sampling Method: Purposive sampling was used to choose those who had diverse caste and class
backgrounds. Interviews were conducted in Hindi and English, depending on the language proficiency
of the respondents.

e Data Analysis: The qualitative data collected through interviews were analyzed through thematic
analysis, and the following recurring themes pertaining to language, caste, class, and social mobility
were found.

e Ethnographic Observations: The research further consists of ethnographic observations of people in
public spaces, schools, and the workplace. The ethnographic observations probed people's language
practice in different social environments, and the ways that this practice was linked to class and caste
identification.

e Secondary Data: In addition to supplementing primary data, secondary data from earlier research
studies, government reports, and media publications were also examined. These sources provided
additional information on the use of language in India and its relationship to caste and class.

SURVEY OUTCOMES

Table 1: Class-Based Language Use

Socio-Economic Languages Spoken by Percentage of Respondents Using Each
Class Respondents (Top 3) Language

Upper Class English, Hindi, Standard Regional | 90% (English), 80% (Hindi), 70% (Regional
Languages Standard Languages)

Middle Class Hindi, English, Local Regional 70% (Hindi), 60% (English), 50% (Local
Languages Regional Languages)

Lower Class Local Vernaculars, Hindi, 65% (Local Vernaculars), 50% (Hindi), 40%
Regional Dialects (Regional Dialects)
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Table 2: Caste-Based Language Use

Caste Group

Languages Spoken by Respondents
(Top 3)

Percentage of Respondents Using
Each Language

Upper Caste

English, Sanskritized Hindi, Regional
Standard Hindi

85% (English), 65% (Sanskritized
Hindi), 50% (Regional Standard Hindi)

Scheduled Caste

Hindi, Regional Dialects (e.g.,
Bhojpuri, Maithili), Local Vernaculars

70% (Hindi), 50% (Regional Dialects),
45% (Local Vernaculars)

Other Backward
Classes (OBCs)

Hindi, Regional Languages (e.g.,
Tamil, Telugu), Local Dialects

60% (Hindi), 50% (Regional
Languages), 40% (Local Dialects)

General Responses

English, Hindi, Regional Dialects,
Vernaculars

80% (English), 75% (Hindi), 50%
(Regional Dialects)

Insights:

e Upper Caste individuals predominantly use English and Sanskritized Hindi, which are seen as
more prestigious and are often associated with higher social and economic status.

e Scheduled Castes and OBCs show a preference for Hindi and regional dialects, with fewer
individuals using standardized forms of language such as English or Sanskritized Hindi.

RESULTS

The research findings indicate that language continues to be a robust marker of caste and class in the Indian
context with far-reaching consequences for social mobility as well as identity. The findings are summed up as
follows:

e Language and Caste: The survey results suggest that caste has an important role to play in the
language used by the participants. Upper-caste respondents had a stronger tendency to use standardized
Hindi, English, or regional languages with higher degrees of formality and prestige. Lower-caste
respondents had a tendency to use regional dialects or colloquial forms of language. Such differences
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in language were also seen in the qualitative interview data, where the lower-caste respondents
mentioned being judged on their accents and use of language in schools and workplaces.

e Language and Social Class: The intersection of language and social class could be seen from the
survey outcome. Members of upper socioeconomic levels demonstrated a superior command of the
English language and employed it predominantly as their vehicle of communication in formal contexts,
like schools and workplaces. The lower socioeconomic group members, conversely, favored the use
of regional languages or dialects and demonstrated a poorer command of the English language. This
language difference was most notable in urban locations, where the English language functioned as an
indicator of class and a gateway to improved possibilities.

e Social Mobility and Language: What emerged from the survey and interview responses were the
following findings derived from the research: linguistic skills, particularly English and standardized
Hindi, were held to be significant for upward social mobility. People from lower-class and lower-caste
backgrounds had indicated that proficiency in English was significant in seeking better educational
and employment opportunities. However, a number of the respondents also identified the challenges
in learning English as being due to socio-economic constraints and limited access to quality education.

e Regional Variations: Regional variations in language use are significant, as per the study. Hindi and
English are dominant in North India in the education and job sectors, whereas Tamil, Telugu, and other
local languages hold more importance in South India. English, nonetheless, is considered an important
indicator of social status in both regions, and in both regions, urban locations provide more access to
English speakers.

e Perceptions of Discrimination: The qualitative interviews indicated that language is employed as a
discriminative tool, particularly in the workplace and schools. Low-caste respondents said they were
discriminated against on the grounds of their accent or dialect, which was employed as a marker of
their social position. Upper-caste respondents were, on the other hand, often praised for using Hindi
and English, thus reinforcing hierarchies on the basis of caste.

CONCLUSION

The current study confirms that linguistic form is an important marker of social divisions of caste and class in
Indian society, with significant social consequences for identity and mobility. Language is not only a vehicle
of communication but also social ranking. The current study highlights how language practice reproduces
social divisions of caste and class, particularly through the dominance of language like English and
standardized Hindi, associated with higher social status and greater resource accessibility. The results
demonstrate that language skills can be an impediment and an entryway to social mobility at the same time.
Despite the fact that the individuals belonging to lower-caste and lower-class backgrounds realize the
significance of acquiring English language skills, they are frequently severely hampered in this regard due to
the principal reason that they have limited access to quality education material and various socio-economic
constraints. This reinforces the necessity for linguistic inclusion policies and equal opportunity provisions for
all individuals irrespective of caste or class.

Furthermore, the study also highlights the necessity of acknowledging the role that language plays in the
reproduction of social inequalities. Strides to challenge caste and class-based discrimination should take into
consideration the manner in which languages create varied experiences and opportunities for varied people.
Ina country as linguistically heterogeneous as India, inclusiveness in language use is essential, moving beyond
caste and class lines.
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